leading pharmaceutical houses, all the important problems confront ing modern medicine were addressed, from AIDS to our legal system with one exception. Not one speaker mentioned the animal activists.
After the convocation I asked my host, one of the world's leading neurophysiologists, how he could account for this. His answer: "David, they're scared to death." On February 8, 1990 , the Dean of the Knoxville Tennessee School of Veterinary Medicine was murdered. He was found in the driveway of his home with eight bullets in his chest. Less than two weeks later the Boston Herald reported that animal-rights extremists had threatened to kill one veterinary-college dean each month for twelve months, as a protest against research involving the use of animals. At present these rumors remain unconfirmed, and there seems to be no shred of evidence that the murder had anything to do with the animal activists. What is signifi cant is the immediate and instinctive reaction of those of us who use animals in our research, to have it even cross our minds that the murder might represent some new wave of fanaticism on the part of the animal-rights activists.
No one who uses animals in medical research can doubt that these activists pose a most serious threat to our fi eld and to society. I am not a scholar of the animal-activist movement and do not count myself an expert in its history or philosophy. My involvement comes partly from the fact 1 0147--006X/91/0301-0001$02.00
Annu. Rev. Neurosci. 1991.14:1-8 that the very fact that we have kept silent unless directly attacked has "sent a message" (as they would say in Washington) that we give in to the points that we know so well to be false-that animals have contributed nothing to medical research, that we can do it all with computers, that our animals suffer terribly, and so forth. We will have to begin to contest statements such as these in a loud, clear voice. Silence as a strategy has not served us well. Our silence is all the more ironic because our arguments are com pelling and our audience is mostly reasonable and prepared to listen.
Who are these animal activists? Today in the USA well over five hundred groups of people are working on behalf of animals. The members of these groups cover a broad spectrum, ranging from an animal-welfare contingent, whose goals are to promote proper treatment of animals, including guarantees against unnecessary pain or discomfort, to groups who are against using animals for any human purposes, and who in the most extreme cases will lie, steal, and destroy property to gain their ends.
It can be difficult to assign any one group to its proper place in this spectrum because the more radical groups often try to appear more mod erate than they are. We may be tempted to assume that the members of the more extreme groups, while shrill and fanatical, are at least driven by a desire to prevent cruelty to animals. I have slowly come to the opinion that, while the rank and-file of the membership may have such motivations, the leaders are attended by a record number of members. On that occasion those of us who work on mammals, especially cats or monkeys, were strongly advised by one of the previous year's attack victims to improve radically our security, for example by installing locks and warning systems on our laboratory doors and having our addresses and phone numbers unlisted.
The basis of the animal activists' cause is that it is morally wrong for humans to exploit animals for their own ends. This includes using animals for food, clothing (fur, leather, wool, probably even silk!), entertainment (pets, horse racing and riding, circuses), education, science for its own sake-seeking to understand ourselves and the world around us-and finally for medical research.
At the heart of the arguments made by scientists is the concept of a balance among the different forms of life, in which it is not unnatural for one species to prey on or exploit another, and is indeed often necessary for the survival of a species. The ethical dilemma is found in its most extreme form in cases such as the use of chimpanzees in research to overcome plagues like our present AIDS.
Where each of us draws the line is a personal choice. I suppose I would be willing to use chimpanzees to fight AIDS, provided the numbers of animals were very small and provided I were convinced that the chances for decisive results were excellent. I could not under any circumstances agree that human lives should be risked for such research. This is a matter of ethics, not logic, and it is remarkable that the extreme animal-rights advocates take the opposite positions on both questions-that no animals should be used in research, and that it is all right to use humans, for example, prisoners, for such research. The Nazis are known to have felt the same way, on both counts.
H seems to me reasonable that we should be guided by the way nature in fact operates, and not by the way the more starry-eyed of us would like to see it work in some Garden of Eden. Whether we like it or not, cats are carnivores, and so are boas. If you own either as a pet, you will have to feed them meat if you want them to survive. A boa constrictor eats a mouse a month-at least our son's small boa did; it ate a live mouse, and one felt sorry for the mouse, but the choice was to feed it the mouse or feed it carrots and watch it die. We see analogous problems everywhere:
we kill termites or they eat our houses; we kill cats and dogs by the thousands, at the pounds-"shelters" is the euphemism-or they overrun us; we hunt deer, or they outrun their food supplies and starve; we kill rats as well as other animals or we put up with plagues. Somehow we have to reconcile our revulsion over the thought of destroying a life with the need to avoid being silly. Shakespeare puts the problem in a nutshell when he speaks in King Lear of "the man who in pure kindness to his horse, buttered his hay."
The animal activist question is part of the more general problem of increasing suspicion towards science. Scientific literacy includes more than certain specific scientific facts equally important are its objectives and the way advances are made.
People, including some of our legislators, seem to have the idea that science consists of Truths, discovered and not-yet-discovered, and that making a scientific discovery is like discovering America-once done, we go on to the next discovery. They need to be told that the most important, profound, and useful truths, such as Newton's Laws or the red shift, are always subject to revision; that replication, not just once but many times, is absolutely necessary, that once a scientist makes a presumptive discovery, another scientist would be foolish to proceed to the next step without first being as certain as possible of the foundation he is trying to build on; that a good scientist will always feel uneasy until someone else has confi rmed his findings. That being wrong is no sin, especially since it is easiest to be right about trivial things.
An important source of our problem concerning animals is the increas ing insulation of people from the realities of biology. Today fewer and fewer people ever set foot on a farm; no one sees horses pulling wagons, or defecating or urinating. We remove old people from our homes and families, and consequently never have to see demented behavior or incon tinence or death. In any case our dead go to the funeral parlors and we don't want to know what happens there. We faint at the sight of blood, and almost no one ever sees a surgical operation. For a human birth to be presented in a movie or on TV is unlikely, given our censorship laws and our prudery. We get rid of the remains of the mouse that our cat has tortured and killed before our children can see them. Dissection of frogs in biology classrooms may soon become a thing of the past. We probably cannot easily change much of this, but to be aware of the squeamishness of society that results from high technical specialization will help us under stand the revulsion many people have at the idea of cutting into an animaL I have found that reasonable people respond positively when you point this out to them, even accepting it as a valid reason for my declining to invite them to see my laboratory.
We should make clear in our discussions that we do not like killing animals, or inflicting pain or suffering, and that we support the attempts to minimize suffering, though recognizing that its complete elimination may not always be possible. Most people have no idea that there are strict regulations and guidelines on animal use, at local, state, and federal levels, and that we support these regulations. We have to admit that not all scientists are saints, and that research animals are on some rare occasions subject to cruelty, just as pets and children are. But such cruelty is rare Annu. Rev. Neurosci. 1991.14:1-8. Downloaded from arjournals.annualreviews.org by Wellesley College on 01/07/10. For personal use only.
because people who do medical research are basically altruistic, probably on average more so than the grocer, lawyer, or businessman.
I should add here that I fi nd it regrettable that we tend to couch our arguments for the use of animals in research purely in terms of medical applications. If we can spend two billion dollars on the Hubble space telescope to help us understand the universe (and I fully support that venture), we can certainly spend that kind of money and use some animals to help us understand the most complex machine in the known universe, the mammalian brain. Can any reasonable person doubt that under standing the brain will help us understand learning and hence education, emotions, aggression-in fact all human interactions? To justify our work entirely in a framework of disease restricts us needlessly, and also is hypocritical given that many of us (I include myself) are driven as much by scientific curiosity as we are by immediately practical applications in prevention and cure of disease. I don't mean for a moment to downgrade the importance of the applications or to imply that one's sources of motiv ation are quantifi able.
While we may all be generally familiar with the tactics of the animal activists, it may do no harm to comment on some of them. Propaganda Finally, attacks on individuals or individual laboratories in the form of break-ins, personal threats induding death threats, and smear campaigns not only make the scientists' lives miserable and slow down or cripple the research: they also make medical research seem like a profession to be avoided by young people choosing a career.
What makes all this ironic is that the arguments of the animal activists are so easy to refute. Their contention that medical research using animals has never led to useful results can be refuted by any teenager who spends a few hours in the local library looking up topics such as polio, heart surgery, infectious disease, or a hundred others. assets totaling a few hundred thousand dollars. It doesn't take much thought to realize that where we fall short is in our organization and our willingness to pull together.
Given our potential size and the compelling nature of our arguments it is hard not to be optimistic. Reinforcing the optimism is the change one can detect in our own attitude over the past few years. As scientists we are beginning to show a willingness to devote some time and enthusiasm to these issues, as we must if we are to expect our colleagues in medical practice or hospital administrators, NIH administrators, foundations, or congressmen to wake up. Up to now, no one has wanted to stir things up.
We have been torpid, and have lacked courage. I sense this is changing rapidly, and I hope fervently that the change will spread like a brushfire.
It can, of course, tip the other way, as it did in Britain and in much of the rest of Europe, where medical research that uses animals has been virtually destroyed.
